New Art Center director 
paints ambitious future 


By Carmen Elsner 
Of the State Journal 


The sign on the receptionist’s desk 
in the Madison Art Center office Tues- 


day afternoon told the story. 

GOOD NEWS, it read, with 
eyebrows drawn over the OOs and a 
moustache under them. © 


Personnel at the art center, after 
three months of operating with staff 
members filling in for a director, had 
just been told they had a new leader. 

He is Thomas H. Garver, 46, a na- 
tive of Duluth, Minn., who will come to 
Madison from the Newport Harbor 
Art Museum in Newport Beach, Calif., 
a to an announcement made 
by Dr. Martha Carter, president of the 
art center’s Board of Trustees. 

Garver is in his second term as di- 
rector of the Newport Beach museum. 
He went there for the first time in 1968 
from New England, where he had 
been assistant director of Brandeis 
University’s Rose Art Museum in sub- 
urban Boston. In 1973, he moved to 
San Francisco as curator of exhibi- 
tions at the Fine Arts Museums of San 
Francisco, a merger of the M.S. de 
Young Memorial Museum and the 
California Palace of the Legion of 
Honor. In 1977, he returned to the 
Newport Beach museum, which was 
just finishing a new building. 

Garver noted that when he first 
went to Newport Beach, ‘I was the 
only full-time employee in what had 
been an entirely voluntary organiza- 
tion.” .Today the museum has a full- 
time staff of 20, and during his tenure, 
the museum has doubled in size and 
has circulated exhibitions that have 
traveled throughout the United States. 

He succeeds Joe Wilfer, who left 
Madison April 1 to become director of 
the Skowhegan School of Painting and 
Sculpture in Maine. 

“Joe was unique,” said Mrs. Carter 
of Wilfer, with whom she had worked 
as a volunteer over many years. “I 
think we’ll find that Tom Garver is 
unique, too. He can speak about art to 

ple on their terms very easily, and 
he has had a wide experience doing it 
on many levels.” 

Garver, who was interviewed in 
mid-June, was one of about 40 appli- 
cants for the position, Mrs. Carter 
said. He saw similarities between the 
California museum and the new Madi- 
son art center. 

“Both institutions are privately 
supported and are involved with mod- 
ern and contemporary art,” he said. 
“Both have a strong regional focus 
and both have the potential of making 
a national impact.” 
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Garver also noted the need to de- 
velop substantially expanded support 
now that the art center has a new and 
central visibility and an increase in ex- 
hibition and program offerings for the 
community. 

These ideas were influential in his 
being hired for the post. 


“Above all, what we have to do is 
raise our sights in order to become a 
really valuable small museum and be 
a really important asset to the com- 
munity,”’ explained Mrs. Carter, who 
headed the search and screen commit- 
tee for the new director. “We must 
make ourselves indispensable in order 
to gain the funding to prosper. 

“T think we have the right facility 
and personnel, and now the right di- 
rector. With the help of the commu- 
nity, led by the board, we’ll be able to 
do it.” 

Garver will return to Madison on 
July 10 for about two weeks and will 
be a working volunteer on the ‘‘Art 
Fair on the Square”’ July 12 and 13. 

“It will give him a first-hand oppor- 
tunity to see our major fund-raising 
event. The art fair is what pays our 
rent, and it is an important part of our 
schedule in a year,”’ she said. 

He will move here permanently 
with his wife, Natasha Nicolson, an 
artist who works in assemblage, about 
Sept. 1. 
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